Time-resolved fluorescence measurements were performed using the time-correlated singlephoton counting technique, as described elsewhere. (61,85). Briefly, excitation pulses at 315 nm were generated by a pulse-picked frequency-tripled titanium-sapphire laser (Tsunami, Spectra Physics) pumped by a diode-pumped solid-state Nd: YVO 4 doubled laser (Millennia X, Spectra Physics). Emission was collected at 370 nm through a polarizer set at the magic angle and a 8-nm band-pass monochromator (H10, Jobin-Yvon). The single-photon events were detected with a micro-channel plate (R3809U, Hamamatsu) photomultiplier coupled to a 
Gel-shift annealing assays
The heat-denatured control (0.1 pmol of the 5'-end labelled dTAR DNA at 2 × 10 5 cpm/pmol or 0.1 pmol of the 5'-end labelled TAR RNA at 2 × 10 5 cpm/pmol in 10 µL of doubledistilled water) was performed by heating at 90 °C for 2 min and chilling for 2 min on ice, and mixing with 2.5 µL of loading buffer (50 % w/v glycerol, 0.05 % w/v bromophenol blue, 0.05 % w/v xylene cyanol). The annealing assays were carried out in a final volume of 10 µL. The 5'-end labelled dTAR DNA (0.1 pmol at 2 × 10 5 cpm/pmol) or the 5'-end labelled TAR RNA (0.1 pmol at 2 × 10 5 cpm/pmol) in 3.6 µL of water was heated at 90 °C for 2 min and chilled for 2 min on ice. Then, 0.9 µL of renaturation buffer was added (final concentrations: 30 mM NaCl, 0.2 mM MgCl 2 and 25 mM Tris-HCl pH 7.5) and the sample was incubated at 20°C for 10 min. Unlabeled cTAR DNA (1 pmol) underwent the same renaturation treatment and was then added to refolded dTAR 32 P-DNA or TAR Tat(44-57) 9.5 ± 0.6 9.0 18 ± 2 17.5
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